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Split Decision: Slavery Compromises of the 1800s 
 
Teacher: Jon Bauer 
 
Lesson Title:  Split Decision 
 
Grade Level:  8th  
 
Lesson Time Length:  Two Days 
 
Big Idea:  Students will analyze how the country was changing in the decades leading 
up to the Civil War. 
 
Lesson Abstract:   The purpose of the lesson is to give students the chance to assess 
how the Missouri Compromise, the Compromise of 1850, and the Kansas-Nebraska Act 
changed the United States.  First, students will review all three acts by completing a 
Venn diagram.  Second, students will analyze primary source documents from Thomas 
Jefferson, John Calhoun and Abraham Lincoln as they reflect upon these acts.  After a 
discussion of the primary sources, students will treat the three acts as if they were three 
rounds of a boxing match, scoring the acts before finally determining a ‘winner’ between 
the interests of the northern states and southern states.  Finally, we will discuss the 
trend that is taking place, and will speculate where that trend could lead the country. 
 
Lesson Background and Context:  Sectionalism is one of the dominant concepts of 
American history in the first part of the 19th century.  This process played out over a long 
period of time, changing and evolving as the decades went by.  This rather precarious 
balancing act lasted until 1861, when it collapsed, resulting in the Civil War.  However, 
there are some lingering questions about sectionalism.  Which side had an advantage in 
1820?  In 1850?  In 1854?  How were these acts alike?  How were they different?  Was 
there a shift in power from one section of the country to another?  How did these acts 
change the United States?  Were these acts successful?  
 
 
Standards Alignment:  
 

• Geography Standard-2.1:  Identify and explain the changing criteria that can be 
used to define a region (e.g., North, South, Border States, Northwest Territory). 

•   History Standard-Section 2.3:  Retraces events that led to sectionalism and 
secession prior to the Civil War (e.g., Missouri Compromise, Compromise of 
1850, Kansas-Nebraska Act-Popular Sovereignty, Uncle Tom’s Cabin). 

•   History Standard-Section 2.4:  Explains the issues that led to the Civil War (e.g., 
slavery, economics, and state’s rights). 

•   History Standard-Section 4.1:  Examines a topic in United States history to 
analyze changes over time and makes logical inferences concerning cause and 
effect. 
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•   History Standard-Section 4.3:  Uses at least three primary sources to interpret a 
person or even from United States history to develop an historical narrative. 
 

 
Objectives: 
Know: 

• Details about the Missouri Compromise, the Compromise of 1850, and the 
Kansas-Nebraska Act 

 
Do: 

• Analyze primary source material from Jefferson, Calhoun and Lincoln 
• Explain why the compromises succeeded or failed 
• Explain how the compromises demonstrate a shift of power from the north to the 

south 
 
 
Teaching Materials: 
 

• YouTube Clip:  “The Thrilla in Manilla” – Muhammad Ali vs. Joe Frazier 
• Notes on the Missouri Compromise, the Compromise of 1850 and the Kansas-

Nebraska Act 
• Venn diagram on the Missouri Compromise, the Compromise of 1850 and the 

Kansas-Nebraska Act 
• Primary Source Material – Jefferson, Calhoun and Lincoln 
• Document Analysis Worksheet 
• Comparing the Compromises Worksheet   

 
Vocabulary: 
 
sectionalism 
popular sovereignty 
emancipation 
 
Lesson Implementation and Procedures: 
 
Day One 
 
Watch a video clip from “The Thrilla in Manilla” on YouTube.  Have a discussion on 
boxing – Who were these men?  How is boxing different from other sports?  Try to 
relate the ideas that students bring up to sectionalism (Ali vs. Frazier, North vs. South).  
How could we define the north?  How could we define the south?  How are they alike?  
How are they different?  Discuss how countries can get split up into multiple groups 
(Examples - Iraq has three distinct groups – Shia, Sunni, and Kurds; urban vs rural; 
Sudan – Nubian, Bija, Kababish, Baggara, Nuba, Nuer and Dinke Tribes).  How can this 
affect a country?   
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Hand out a worksheet with details about the three acts on one side, and the Venn 
diagram on the other.  Read through details about each act, and then review the 
concepts by filling out the triple Venn diagram.  This is a closed sort – there are ten 
items that go in the Venn diagram – each of the four interlocking circles have one item 
in it, while the part of the circle that is separate for each Act each has two items in them.  
Give students several minutes to fill it out, and then discuss the correct answers as a 
class. 
 
Hand out the three primary source documents to students, along with one primary 
source analysis sheet.  Model the analysis of the primary source document from 
Thomas Jefferson for the class, reading and thinking through the document out loud 
before filling out the primary source analysis sheet on an overhead projector.  Have 
students read the document from Calhoun and fill out a primary source analysis sheet in 
pairs, then discuss as a class.  Assign the task of analyzing the document from 
Abraham Lincoln as homework for tomorrow.  
 
Day Two 
 
If you wish, have students hand in their analysis sheets for a daily grade.  
 
Review by asking students the following questions:  What was “The Thrilla in Manilla?”  
How can we relate that to sectionalism?  
 
Review Jefferson’s letter, and then facilitate a discussion about the excerpts from 
Lincoln’s speech.  What was his main point?  Who is his audience?  What is his 
purpose?  Is there anything that might make somebody mad at the time?  What can we 
learn about the United States from these three documents? 
 
Hand out a scoring sheet entitled “Scoring the Compromises”.  Explain the ten-point 
must system.  Have students fill out the scoring sheet using the ten-point must system.  
After they are finished, record points on an overhead projector one student at a time 
until you arrive at a ‘decision’ between the North and the South.  Count up the number 
of students who found in favor of the North and the number in favor of the South.  Are 
you surprised by the results?  Why did the result come out this way?  How is the country 
changing?  What patterns do you see?  If this trend would continue, what could happen 
to the country?  Were the Acts successful? 
 
If you wish, have students hand in their “Comparing the Three Compromises” sheet for 
a daily grade, or tell students to keep all materials to use on an essay question on an 
open book/open note test.   
 
 
 
Technology Integration: 
 

• Use of YouTube 



A Century of Progress Lesson Plan 2011 Page  4 

• Use of overhead projector 
 
 
Evaluation and Assessment:   
 
Include an essay question (or two) on the test: 
 
Were the three Acts successful? (Use details from the Missouri Compromise, the 
Compromise of 1850 and the Kansas-Nebraska Act, as well as material from the 
primary sources from Jefferson, Calhoun and Lincoln in your answer.)    
 
Do you agree with the way that the class’ decision?  Why or why not?  (Provide a sheet 
detailing how the class scored the three Acts.)   
 
Considering the three Acts and the trend that the country was on, speculate on what the 
Compromise of 1860 (if it would have been written) could have looked like? 
 
 
Extension and Enrichment:   
 

• When you hand back tests, you can share how you would have scored each 
‘round’ with the class. 

• Show the class maps of the 1992 and 2004 Presidential elections.  Could 
sectionalism develop today?  Why?  How could that affect our country? 

 
 
Resources: 
 
Jefferson Letter:  http://www.loc.gov/exhibits/jefferson/159.html 
 
http://www.paulrittman.com/Jefferson'sLetterontheSlaveryQuestion.pdfhttp://www.paulrit
tman.com/Jefferson'sLetterontheSlaveryQuestion.pdf  
 
http://edsitement.neh.gov/lesson-plan/early-threat-secession-missouri-compromise-
1820-and-nullification-crisis#sect-extending 

Calhoun Speech:  http://caho-test.cc.columbia.edu/ps/10166.html 

Lincoln Speech:  http://www.vlib.us/amdocs/texts/kansas.html 

Document Analysis Worksheet: http://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/worksheets/, 
National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, DC 20408 

Ten Point Must System:  http://boxrec.com/media/index.php/Ten-point_must_system 

 


